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This release is prepared as background information 
on the test July 16 in the New Mexico desertlands 
when the first man-made atomio explosion was achieved. 
It is for use with the story of the Atomic Bomb Projeot. 

Mankindfs successful transition to a new age, the Atomic Age, 
was ushered in July 16, 1945, b~fore the eyes of a tense group of 
renowned scientists and military men gathered in the desertlands of 
New Mexico to witness the first end results of their $2,000,000,000 
effort. Here in a remote section of the Alamogordo Air base 120 
miles southeast of Albuquerque the first man-made atomic explosion, 
the outstanding achievement of nuclea.r science, ¥\s a.chieved at 
5,30 A.M. of that day. Darkening heavens, pouring forth rain and 
lightning immediately up to the zero hour, heightened the drama. 

Mounted on a steel tower, a revol~tionary wea.pon destined to 
change V~r as we know it, or which may even be the instrumentality 
to end all wars, was set ot'f with an impact which signalhed man's 
entranoe into a new physical world. Success ~~s greater than the 
most ambitious estimates. A sma.ll amount of matter, the product of 
a chain of huge specially eonstructed industria.l plants, was made to 
roloc..se the energy of the universe lockec: up "..-1 thin the atom from 
the beginning of time. A fabulous achievement had been reached. 
Speculative theory, barely established in pre-war laboratories, had 
been projected into practicality. 

This phase of the Atomic Bomb Project, which is headed by Major 
General Leslie R. Groves, was under the direction of Dr. J. R. 
Oppenheimer, theoretical physicist of the University of California. 
He is to be credited with achieving the implementation of atomic 
energy for military purposes. 

Tension before the actual detona.tion was at a tremendous pitoh. 
Failure was an ever-present possibility. Too great a success, en­
visioned by some of those present, rnight have meant an uncontrollable, 
unusable weapon. 

Final assembly of the atomic bomb began on the night of July 12 
in an old ranch house. As various component assemblies arrived from 
distant pOints, tension among the scientists rose to an increasing 
pitch. Coolest of all was the man charged with the actual assembly 
of the vital core, Dr. R. F. Bacher, in nor.mal times a Professor at 
Cornell University. 



The entire cost of the project, representing the erection 
of whole cities and radically new plants spread over many miles 
of countryside, plus unprecedented experimentation, was represented 
in the pilot bomb and its parts. Rere was the focal point of the 
venture. No other country in the world had been capable of such 
an outlaJ in brains and technical effort. 

The full significance of these closing moments before the final 
factual test was not lost on these men of science. They fully knew 
their position as pioneers into another Age. They also knew that 
one false move would blast them and their entire effort into eternity. 
Before the assembly started a receipt for the vital matter was signed 
by Brigadier General Thomas F. Farrell, General Groves deputy. This 
signalized the formal transf~r of the irreplaceable material from 
the scientists to the Army. 

During final preliminary assembly, a bad few minutes developed 
when the assembly of an important section of the bomb was delayed. 
The entire unit was machine-tooled to the finest measurement. The 
insertion was partially completed when it apparently wedged tightly 
and would go no farther. Dr. Bacher, however, was undismayed and 
reassured the group that time would solve the proble~. In three 
minutes time, Dr. Bacher's statement was verified and basic assembly 
was completed without further incident. 

Specialty teams, comprised of the top men on specific phases 
of science, all of which were bcund up in the whole, took over their 
specialized parts of the assembly. In each group was centralized 
months and even years of channelized endeavor. 

On Saturday, July 14, the unit which was to determine the 
success or failure of the entire project was elevated to the top 
of the steel tower. All that day and the next, the job of prepara­
tion we~t on. In addition to the apparatus necessary to cause the 
detonation, complete instrumentation to determine the "pulse bea.t" 
and all reactions of' the bomb was rigged on the tower. 

The ominous weather which had dogged the assembly of the bomb 
had a very sobering affect on the assembled expertE whose work was 
accomplished amid lightning flashes and peals of thunder. The 
weather, unusual and upsettinG, blocked out aerial observation of 
the test. It even held up the actual explosion scheduled at 4 A.M. 
for an hour and a half. For many months the upproximate date and 
time had been set and had been one of the high level secrets of the 
best kept secret of the entire war. 

Nearest observation point was set up 10,000 yards south of 
the tower where in a timber and earth shelter the controls for the 
test were located. At a point 17,000 ye.rds from the tower at eo. 
point which would give the best ob3ervation the key figures in the 
atomic bomb project took their posts. These included General Groves, 
Dr. Vanneve.r Bush, head of the Office of Scientific Pese~rch and 
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Development and Dr. James B. Conant, president of Harvard University. 

Actual detonation was in charge of Dr. K. T. Bainbridge of 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. He and Lieutenl.nt Bush, in 
charge of the Military Poliqe Detachment, were the last men to in­
spect the tower with its cosmic bomb. 

At three o'clbck in the morning the party moved forward to the 
control station. General Groves and Dr. Oppenheimer consulted with 
the weathermen. The decision was made to go ahe~d with the test 
despit~ the lack of assurance of favorable weather. The time was 
set for 5:30 A.M. 

General Groves rejoined Dr. Conant and Dr. Bush and just before 
the test time, they joined the many scientists gathered at the Base 
Camp. Here all present were ordered to lif) on the ground, face down­
ward, heads away from the blast direction. 

Tension reached a tremendous pitch in the control room as the 
deadline approached. The several observation points in the area were 
tied in to the control room by radio and with 20 minutes to go, Dr. 
S. K. Allison of Chicago University took over the radio net and made 
periodic time announcements. 

The "time signals, "minus 20 minutes, minus fifteen minutes", and 
on and on inoreased the tension to the breaking point as the group 
in the control room which included Dr. Oppenheimer and General Farrell 
held their breaths, all praying with the intensity of the moment 
which will live forever with sach man who was there. At "minus 45 
seoonds", robot mechanism took over and from that point on the whole 
great complicated mass of intricate mechanism .vas in operation ~~th­
out human control. Stationed at a reserve switch, however, was a 
soldiE'r scientist ready to attempt to stop the explosion should the 
order be issued. The order never came. 

At the appointed time, there was a blinding flash lighting up 
the whole area brighter than the brightest daylight. A mountain 
range three miles from the observation point stood out in bold relief. 
Then came a tremendous sustained roar and a heavy pressure wave which 
knocked down two men outside the control center. Immediately there­
after, a huge multi-colored surging cloud boiled to an altitude of 
over 40,000 feet. Clouds in its path disappeared. Soon the shifting 
substratosphere winds dispersed the now grey mass. 

The test was over, the project a success. 

The steel tower had been entirely vaporized. ~~ere the tower 
had stood, there was a huge sloping crater. Dazed but relieved at 
the success of their tests, the scientists promptly marshalled their 
forces to estimate the strength of America's new weapon. To examine 
the nature of the crater, specially equipped tanks were wheeled into 
the area, one of which carried Dr. Enrico Fermi, noted nuclear scien­
tist. ~nswer to their findings rests in the destruction effected in 



Japan today in the first military use of the atomic bomb. 

Had it not been for the desolated area where the test was held 
and for the cooperation of the press in the a.rea, it is certain that 
the test itself would have attracted far reaching attention. As it 
was, many people in that area a.re still discussing the effect of the 
smash. A significant aspect, recorded by the press, was the exper­
ience of a blind birl near Albuquerque many miles from the scene, 
who, when the flash of the test lighted the sky before the explosion 
could be heard, oaxclaimed, IIwhat was that?" 

Interviews of General Groves and General Farrell give the follow­
ing on-the-scene versions of the test. General Groves said; "My im­
pressions of the night's high points follow: After about an hour's 
sleep I got up at 0100 and from that time on until about five I wa~ 

with Dr. Oppenheimer constantly. Naturally he was tense, although 
his mind was working at its usual extraordinary efficiency. I attempted 
to shield him from the evident concern shovm by many of his assistants 
who were disturbed by the uncertain weather conditions. By 0330 we 
decided that we could probably fire at 0530. By 0400 the rain had 
stopped but the sky ~as hea7ily overcast. Our decision became firmer 
as time went on. 

"During most of these hours the two of us journeyed from the 
control h'~llse out into the darkness to look at the stars and to assure 
each othe~ that the one or two visible stars were beco~~ng brighter. 
At 0510 I left Dr. Oppenheimer and returned to the main observation 
point which was 17,000 yards from the point of explosion. In accord­
ance with our orders I found all perBonnel not otherwise occupied 
massed on a bit of high ground. 

"Two minutes before the scheduled firing time, all persons lay 
faoe down with their feet pointing towards the explosion. As the 
remaining time was called from the loud speaker from the 10,000 yard 
control station there was complete a.....!€60me silence. Dr. Conant said 
he had never imagined s~conds could be so long. Most of the individ­
uals in accorda.nce with orders shielded their eyes in one way or 
another. 

"Fi rst came the burst of light of ~ bri lliance beyond any compar­
ison. We all rolled over a.nd looked through dark gla.sses at the ball 
of fire. About forty seconds later c~~e the shock wave followed by 
the sound, neither of which seemed startling after our complete 
astonishment at the extraordinary lighting intensity. 

"A massive cloud was formed which surged and billowed upward with 
tremendous power, reaching the substratosphere in about five minutes. 

"Two supplementary explosions of minor effect other than the 
lighting occurred in the cloud shortly after the main explosion. 

"The cloud traveled to a great height first in the form of a 
ball, then mushroomed, then changed into a long trailing chimney-shaped 



column and finally was sent in several directions by the variable 
winds at the different elevations. 

"Dr, Conant reached ovor and we shook hands in mutual congratula­
tions. Dr. Bush, who was on the other side of me, did likewise. The 
feeling of the entire assembly, even the uninitiated, was of profound 
awe. Drs, Conant and Bush and myself were struck by an even stronger 
feeling that the faith of those who had been responsible for the 
initiation and the carrying on of this Herculean project had been 
justified" • 

General Farrell's impressions arer "The scene inside the sheltt3r 
was dramatic beyond words. In and around the shelter were some twenty 
odd people concerned wi th last minute arrangements. Included were 
Dr. Oppenheimer, the Direotor who had borne the great scientific burden 
of developing the weapon from the raw materials made in Tennessee and 
Washington, and a dozen of his key assistants, Dr. Kistiakowsky, Dr. 
Bainbridge, who supervised all the detailed arrangements for the test; 
the weather expert, and several others. Besides those, there were a 
handful of soldiers, two or three Army officers and one Naval Officer. 
The shelter was filled with a great variety of instruments and radios. 

"For some hectic two hours preoeding the bl~st, General Groves 
stayed with the Director. Twenty minutes before the zero hour, Gener~l 

Groves l~ft for his station at the -base camp, first because it provided 
a better observation point und seoQnd, because of our rule that he 
and I must not be together in situations where there is un element 
of danger which existed at both points. 

t'JlJst after General Groves left, announcements began to be broad­
cast of the interval remaining before the ble-st to the other grr)ups 
participating in and observing the test. As the time interval grew 
smaller and changed from minutes to seconds, the tension increased 
by leaps and bounds. Everyone in that room knew the awful potential­
ities of the thing that they thought wuc ubout to happen. The scien­
tists felt that their figuring must be right and that the bomb had to 
go off but there was in everyone's mind a strong measure of doubt. 

"rie were reaching into the unkno\¥n and we did not know what might 
come of it. It can safely be said that most of those present were 
praying and praying harder than they had ever prayed befOre. If the 
shot were successful, it was 0. justification of the several years of 
intensive effort of tons of thousands of people -- statesmen, scientists. 
engineers, manufacturers, soldiers, and many others in every walk of 
life. 

"In that brief instant in the remote New t!exico desert, the tre­
mendous effort of the braine and brawn of all these people came sudden­
ly and startlingly to the fullest fruiticn. Dr. Oppenheimer, on wham 
had rested a very heavy burden, grew tenser us the last seconds ticked 
off. He scarcely breathed. He held on to n post to steady himself. For the 
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last few seconds, he stare~ directly ahead and then when the announcer 
shouted "Nowl" aJld there came this tremendous burst of light followed 
shortly thereafter by the deep growling roar of the explosion, his 
face relaxed into an expression of tremendous relief. Severnl of the 
observers standing back of the shelter to watch the lighting effects 
were knocked flat by the blast. 

"The tension in the room let up and all started congra.tuulting 
each other. Everyone sensed "This is itl". No matter what might 
happen now all knew that the impossible scientific job had been done. 
Atomic fission would no longer be hidden in the cloisters of the 
theoretical physicists' dreams. It was almost full grown at birth. 
It was a great new force to be used for good or for evil. There was 
a feeling in that shelter that those concerned with its nativity 
should dedicate their lives to the mission that it would always be 
used for good and never for evil. 

"Dr. Kia-tiakowsky threw his arms around Dr. Oppenheimer and em­
braced him with shouts of glee. Others were equa.lly enthusiastic. 
All the ~ent-up emotions were released in those few minutes and all 
seemed to sense immediately that the explosion had far exceeded the 
most optiLlstic expectations and wildest hopes of the scientists. 
All seemed to feel that they had been present at the birth of a new 
age--The Age of Atomic Energy-~and felt their profound responsibility 
to help in guiding into right channels the tremendous forces which 
had been unlocked for the first time in history. 

"As to the present war, there was a feeling that no matter what 
else might happen, we now had the means to insure its ~eedy conclus­
ion and save thousands of American lives. As to the f~ture, there 
had been brought into being something big and something new that would 
prove to be immeasurably more important than the discovery of elec­
tricity or any of the other great discoveries which have so affected 
our existence. 

"The effects could well be called unprecedented, magnificent, 
beautiful, stupendous and terrifying. No rnan.made phenome~on of such 
tremendous power had ever occurred before. The lighting effects 
beggared description. The whole country was lighted by a searing 
light with the intensity many times t~at of the midday sun. It was 
golden, purple, violet, gray and blue. It lighted every peak, crevasse 
and ridge of the nearby mountain rnng~ with a clarity and beauty that 
cannot be described but must be seen to be imagined. It was that 
beauty the great poets dr~wm about but describe most poorly and in­
adequately. Thirty seconds after, the explosion came first, the air 
blast pressing hard against the people and things, to be followed 
almost immediately by the strong, sustained, awesome roar which warned 
of doomsday and made us feel that we puny things were blasphemous to 
dare tamper with the forces heretofore reserved to The Almighty. 
Words arG inadequate tools for the job of acquainting those not pre­
sent with the physical, mental and psychologioal effects. It had to 
be witnessed to be realized." 


